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Executive Summary 
Background

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration's (NHTSA) mission is to save lives, 
prevent injuries, and reduce healthcare and other economic costs associated with motor 
vehicle crashes.  The agency’s goal is to reduce rates of alcohol-related crashes from 0.63 
to 0.53 crashes per 100 million vehicle miles traveled by the end of 2003.

In order to plan and evaluate programs intended to reduce alcohol-impaired driving, 
NHTSA needs to periodically update its knowledge and understanding of the public’s 
attitudes and behaviors with respect to drinking and driving.  NHTSA began measuring
the driving age public’s attitudes and behaviors regarding drinking and driving in 1991. 
This study represents the sixth of these biennial surveys designed to track the 
effectiveness of current programs and to identify areas in need of attention.

Telephone interviews were conducted with a nationally representative sample of 6,002 
persons of driving age (age 16 or older) in the United States between November 8 and 
December 23, 2001.  All survey data were weighted to match the known demographic 
characteristics of the U.S. population age 16 and older.  Findings from the current survey 
are presented first.  Then, comparisons with prior surveys are made.

It should be noted that this is a topline report on survey data and includes responses from 
more than 26,000 persons of driving age in trends since 1991 on more than 200 survey 
questions.  The report is not intended to provide in-depth analyses of any one topic, but 
rather to give the reader a general overview of the data.
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Key Findings 

Drinking and Driving Behavior

About 22% of the driving age public has driven a motor vehicle within two hours of 
consuming alcoholic beverages in the past year.  These persons are referred to as 
“drinker-drivers” throughout this report.

Males are more than twice as likely to have driven within two hours of drinking as are 
females (32% compared to 13%).

Adults age 21 to 29 are the most likely to be drinker-drivers, with 37% of males and 20% 
of females in this age group driving within two hours of alcohol consumption. Males age
30-45 are as likely to drink and drive (37%), however their female counterparts are not. 

Drinker-drivers made between an estimated 809 million and 1 billion driving trips within 
two hours of consuming alcohol in the previous year (based on the reported number of 
drinking-driving trips in the past 30 days expanded out to a full year, and projected to the 
driving-age population).  Males make a disproportionately high number of drinking-
driving trips (78% of trips while they are 48% of the driving age population).  Those age 
21-29 are disproportionately more likely to drink and drive (28% have driven after 
consuming alcohol, while they are 15% of the driving age population).

Q33.  In the past 12 months, have you ever driven a motor vehicle within two hours after drinking alcoholic
beverages?  % One time or more.  [Total respondents; n=6002]

Total 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+
Total 6002   660       241        804      1753     1615     906
Male            2607   327       115        365       786       670     336
Female        3395   333       126         439       967       945     570

22%
32%

9% 13%

37% 37% 35%
29%

2% 5%
11%

16%
20%

9%13%

TOTAL 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

TOTAL Male Female

DROVE WITHIN 2 HOURS AFTER DRINKING, 
PAST YEAR, BY GENDER AND AGE

906

702

204

30

162

314
265

126

9
117

261
155

618

809

212

88

253

786

1002

206

51

367
318

162

Total Male Female 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

TOTAL ESTIMATED DRINKING-DRIVING TRIPS, 
PAST YEAR BY GENDER AND AGE

GENDER                                         AGE

Total Male Female 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+
Drove after drinking past year 1244     787   457    77  249     455       347    110

     Estimate
 High/Low Range
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On average, drinker-drivers consume 2.6 drinks within the two hours prior to driving.
When the amount of alcohol, timing of drinks, and weight and gender of the drinker are 
taken into consideration, 2.6 drinks relates to drinker-drivers operating a motor vehicle 
with an average blood alcohol concentration (BAC) of .03.  This .03 BAC level is below 
the legal limit for those age 21 or older; however, about 5% of drinker-drivers are 
estimated to have a BAC of .08 or higher.  Drinker-drivers under age 21 consume an 
average of 5.1 drinks prior to driving. While those age16-20 make only about 3% of all 
drinking-driving trips, they do so at a BAC level nearly three times that of legal age 
drinkers (at about .08 BAC).

While the vast majority (77%) of the drinking-driving trips are made by drivers with 
BAC levels below .05, about one in ten (11%) or nearly 94 million trips are made by a 
driver with a BAC of .08 or higher.

0.03 0.03 0.03

0.08

0.05

0.02 0.02 0.02

TOTAL Male Female 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

AVERAGE CALCULATED ESTIMATE OF BAC, 
MOST RECENT OCCASION

GENDER AGE

BAC calculated using NHTSA BAC estimation formula using gender, weight, number of drinks consumed, length of
time drinking, and length of time between last drink and driving.   [Base:  drove after drinking past year; n=1244]

Total Male Female 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+
Drove after drinking past year   1244 787        457          77          249        455          347         110

.08+
11%

.05-.079
12%

.00-.049
77%

PERCENT OF ALL DRINKING-DRIVING TRIPS 
BY CALCULATED ESTIMATE OF BAC

 [Base:  total drove after drinking past year; n=1244]
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About one in nine (11%) persons age 16 or older has ridden with a driver they thought 
might have consumed too much alcohol to drive safely in the past year.  This number 
rises to about one in five among those age 16 to 20 (21%) and among those age 21 to 29 
(22%), with young males more likely to report the behavior. 

Attitudes About Drinking and Driving 

The driving age public sees drinking and driving as a serious problem that needs to be 
addressed.  Virtually all (97%) see drinking and driving by others as a threat to their own 
personal safety and that of their family.  With 77% naming it a major threat.  Multiple 
offenders are seen as even a greater threat (84% major threat).  Two-thirds (66%) feel 
reducing drunk driving is extremely important in terms of where tax dollars should be 
spent.

97%      98%

12%

23%
29%

8% 7% 4% 4%

25%

7%9%

19%22%

10%10%

TOTAL 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

Male
Female

RODE WITH DRIVER WHO MIGHT HAVE HAD TOO MUCH 
ALCOHOL TO DRIVE SAFELY, PAST YEAR, 

BY GENDER AND AGE

AGE

Q57.  In the past 12 months, did you ever ride in a motor vehicle with a driver who you thought
might have consumed too much alcohol to drive safely?   [Base:  all respondents]

77% 84% 66%

20% 14%

All Multiple Offenders

Minor threat

Major threat

ATTITUDES ABOUT DRINKING AND DRIVING

DRINKING AND DRIVING THREAT
TO PERSONAL SAFETY OF SELF/FAMILY

REDUCING DRUNK DRIVING
IS EXTREMELY IMPORTANT
PLACE FOR TAX DOLLARS

Q103/110a/S6:  In your opinion, how much is drinking and driving by  [people/people CONVICTED OF MULTIPLE DRINKING
AND DRIVING OFFENSES] a threat to the personal safety of you and your family?  Please tell me if you think this is extremely
important, somewhat important, not very important, or not at all important in terms of where tax dollars should be spen
[Base: all respondents n=6002]
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Large proportions of those age 16 and older are supportive of “zero tolerance”1 for 
drinking and driving for drivers of all ages.  Seven in ten (70%) agree that people should 
not be allowed to drive if they have had any alcohol at all.  Non drinker-drivers (80%) are 
more supportive of this belief than are drinker-drivers (33%).

A majority (62%) of persons of driving age believes that they, themselves, should not 
drive after consuming two or more alcoholic beverages.  In contrast, on average, male 
drinker-drivers under age 30 feel that they can safely drive after consuming about three 
drinks within two hours.  An average 170-pound male would still be below the legal 
limit2 (either .08 or .10) after three drinks. 

1 “Zero tolerance” denotes no alcohol being allowed before driving for drivers of all ages.
2 Drinking-drivers: Drove within two hours after drinking in the past year.

33%

80%

10%

59%

21%

22%

Drinking-drivers All others

Somewhat agree
Strongly agree

PEOPLE SHOULDN'T BE ALLOWED TO DRIVE IF THEY 
DRANK AT ALL, DRINKING-DRIVERS,2 OTHERS

Q104a: For [each of] the following statements, please tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat
agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree.  People should not be allowed to drive if they have
been drinking any alcohol at all. [Base: Drinker-drivers n=1300, Other n=4702]

3.3
2.4

3.0 2.8
2.12.0

2.5

1.51.71.82.0
1.5

16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

Male
Female

MEAN NUMBER OF DRINKS IN 2 HOURS BEFORE 
SHOULD NOT DRIVE,  BY GENDER AND AGE

AGE
Q31: How many [drinks of alcoholic beverage drunk most often] could you drink in two hours before you 
should not drive?  [Base:  drivers who drink**]

Sample Base:  Drivers who drink
16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

Male          136         67       294        588       427 173
Female      121         64 307 611 497 195
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Prevention and Intervention of Drinking and Driving 

Half of drivers (50%) 16 or older who consume alcoholic beverages report at least one 
occasion where they refrained from driving when they thought they might have been 
impaired.  Such behavior is much more prevalent among persons under age 30.  Most of 
these persons rode with another driver instead (63%).

Despite awareness and education programs such as “Friends don’t let friends drive 
drunk,” social pressures lead more than one-quarter of young people to consume more 
alcohol than they had planned.

About one-third (32%) of persons of driving age have been with a friend who may have 
had too much to drink to drive safely, including half of those under age 30.  Most of these 
(80%) tried to stop the friend from driving.  Intervention was successful about 75% of 
those times, or in 60% of instances where a friend had too much to drink and drive safely.

52%

76% 77%

41%

13%

60%

3%

32%
42%

78%
95%

47%

TOTAL 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

Male
Female

AVOIDED DRIVING WHEN HAD TOO MUCH TO DRINK TO 
DRIVE SAFELY,  BY GENDER AND AGE

AGE

Q54: In the past 12 months, have you ever deliberately avoided driving a motor vehicle because you felt you 
probably had too much to drink to drive safely?  % Yes   [Base:  drove after drinking past year n=1244]

Total 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+
Male          787    136         67       294        588      427 173
Female      457   121          64 307 611 497 195

11% 10% 12% 16% 15% 15% 11% 11%
4%

15%
8% 7%

13% 10%
20%

20% 13% 24%

11% 7%20%15%
8%9%8%

2%
2%

TOTAL Male Female 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

3+ times
2 times
1 time

TIMES WITH A FRIEND WHO HAD TOO MUCH TO 
DRINK TO DRIVE SAFELY, PAST YEAR

AGEGENDER

32% 29%

40%

51% 48%
54%

30%
25%

8%

Q96:  In the last year, how many times were you in a situation where you were with a friend 
who had too much to drink to drive safely?    [Base:  all respondents n=6002]

Total 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+
Total 6002   660       241        804     1753     1615     906
Male            2607   327    115         365      786       670     336
Female     3395   333   126     439    967   945     570
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On the positive side, one-third (33%) of those 16 or older have ridden with a designated 
driver in the past year, with those age 16-29 most likely to have done so (54%).  About 
four in ten drivers (41%) have acted as a designated driver in the past year with two-
thirds of those age 19-29 doing so.  Designated drivers were reported to have consumed 
less than one-quarter of one alcoholic drink, on average, prior to driving.

Enforcement

About 1% of the driving age public report being arrested for impaired driving in the past 
two years.  Males under age 30 were most likely to have been arrested (2%).  This is 
consistent with the higher average calculated BAC levels of young drinker-drivers.

Drinking-drivers are twice as likely to have been arrested for drinking-driving violations 
while problem drinkers were four times as likely to have been arrested.

33% 35%
30%

52% 51%
58%

36%

20%
11%

65%

47%

33%

12%

69%

45%41%41%41%

TOTAL Male Female 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

Ridden with designated driver Been designated driver

HAVE RIDDEN WITH OR HAVE BEEN DESIGNATED 
DRIVER IN PAST YEAR, BY GENDER AND AGE

AGEGENDER
Q61:  In the past year, have you ridden anywhere with someone else who agreed to be the 
designated driver?  [Base:  all respondents**] Q64b:  Have you been a designated driver
for other passengers in the past year?  [Base:  all respondents**]

1% 2%
4%

Total Population Drinking drivers Problem drinkers

ARRESTED FOR DRINKING-DRIVING 
VIOLATION IN PAST TWO YEARS

Q113:  Have you been arrested for a drinking and driving violation in the past 2 years?
[Base:  all respondents, n=6002, drinking drivers n=1300, problem drinkers n=639]



12

Only one-quarter (25%) of the driving age public feels that it is very likely or almost 
certain that they would be stopped by police for driving after they had too much to drink.
While an additional 32% feel this outcome is somewhat likely, 40% of drivers believe it 
unlikely that police would stop them for driving after they had too much to drink.

Nearly two-thirds (65%) of the driving age public feel that a person would be arrested if 
they were stopped while intoxicated.   Slightly more than six of ten (62%) believe that a 
conviction is very likely or almost certain if they were arrested for a drinking-driving
violation, while 15% feel that a conviction would be unlikely.  The greater fear of arrest 
and conviction among 16-20 year olds may help limit their drinking-driving behavior.

Q108:  If a police officer stops you while intoxicated, how likely would it be that you would be arrested?
[Base:  all respondents n=6002]
Q109:  If you were arrested for driving while intoxicated, what is the likelihood that you would be convicted 
of that offense? [Base:  all respondents n=6002]

Total Male Female 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+
             Total  6002   2607     3395      660      241       804      1753 1615     906

67% 64% 73% 67% 64% 67% 65% 61%67%
58%

72% 67% 65% 60% 55%
69%

Male Female 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

Arrested
Convicted

LIKELIHOOD OF ARREST AND CONVICTION 
FOR DRIVING WHILE INTOXICATED, 

% ALMOST CERTAIN OR VERY LIKELY

AGEGENDER

Q106:  How likely are you to be stopped by a police officer for driving after you have 
had too much to drink? [Base:  all respondents n=6002]

DK
3%

Somewhat
unlikely

22%

Almost Certain
10%

Very likely
15%

Somewhat
likely
32%

Very unlikely
18%

HOW LIKELY TO BE STOPPED BY POLICE FOR 
DRIVING AFTER TOO MUCH TO DRINK

DK
3%

Somewhat
unlikely

22%

Almost Certain
10%

Very likely
15%

Somewhat
likely
32%

Very unlikely
18%

HOW LIKELY TO BE STOPPED BY POLICE FOR 
DRIVING AFTER TOO MUCH TO DRINK



13

Most drivers believe that once convicted of drunk driving for a first offense, drivers will 
receive a fine (46%) and/or a suspended or restricted license (41%).  Only 20% think the
person will go to jail, and one in ten or fewer believe another outcome is likely.  One in 
twenty (5%) feel that “nothing” will likely happen.

The driving age public generally feels that an impaired driver is more likely to have a 
crash than to be stopped by police.  On average, the public feels that about 44% will get 
in a crash while the police will stop about 32%.  Persons under age 21 also perceive a 
greater likelihood of both outcomes than do older adults.

5%

5%

3%

4%

7%

8%

10%

12%

20%

41%

46%

4%

MOST LIKELY OUTCOME FIRST TIME PUNISHED 
FOR DRIVING WHILE INTOXICATED

Fine

License suspended/
Restricted

Going to jail

DWI class

Probation

Reprimand/warning

Community service

Being arrested/
convicted/record

Treatment program

Other

Nothing

DK

Q110:  What would most likely happen to a driver the first time he was punished for drunk
driving? [Base:  all respondents n=6002, three responses allowed]

Q105a:  In your opinion, what percent of drivers who are impaired by alcohol (and then drive) will get
stopped by the police or have a crash?   [Base:  all respondents]

Total Male Female 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+
             Total         6002   2607     3395      660       241        804     1753     1615     906

32%
27%

37%
43% 42%

34% 32% 28% 32%
44%

37%

50%
55% 58%

45% 42% 40% 44%

TOTAL Male Female 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

Stopped by police

Crash

AGEGENDER

IF DRINKING AND DRIVING, WHAT PERCENT 
WILL GET STOPPED BY POLICE, HAVE A CRASH
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The driving age public supports increased penalties for drinking and driving. Seven out of ten 
(71%) persons age 16 or older feel that drinking-driving penalties should be much (43%) or 
somewhat more (27%) severe.  Drinking-drivers are significantly less likely to want penalties to 
be more severe.

About one in three (32%) persons of driving age have seen a sobriety checkpoint in the 
past year.  About 18% have been through such a checkpoint themselves at least once.  A 
majority (62%) feels that sobriety checkpoints should be used more frequently.  Drinker-
drivers (45%) are much less likely than other drivers (62%) to feel sobriety checkpoints 
should be used more often.

23%
41%

30%

25%

Drinking drivers Other drivers who drink

Somewhat more severe

Much more severe

SHOULD PENALTIES FOR VIOLATING DRINKING-
DRIVING LAWS BE MORE SEVERE

Q116:  In your opinion, should the penalties that are given out to drivers who violate 
the drinking and driving laws be…? [Base:  Drinking drivers n=1300, Other drivers
who drink n=2195]

48%

71%

DK
2%

More frequently
62%

About the same
28%

Less frequently
8%

SHOULD SOBRIETY CHECKPOINTS BE USED 
MORE FREQUENTLY OR LESS FREQUENTLY

Q122:  Do you think sobriety checkpoints should be used more frequently, about the 
same as they are now, or less frequently?   [Base:  all respondents n=6002]
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Blood Alcohol Concentration (BAC) Levels 

Over four of five (83%) persons of driving age have heard of blood alcohol concentration 
(BAC) levels, but only 27% can correctly identify the legal BAC limit for their state.
Those living in .08 BAC states are more likely to correctly know their state’s legal limit.

Two-thirds (64%) of driving age residents who have heard of BAC levels support the use 
of a .08 BAC legal limit in their state.  More than eight of ten (88%) of those who 
currently reside in .08 states believe that the limit should remain at .08 or be made 
stricter, while 53% of those in .10 states feel their state should lower the limit to .08.
About six in ten (61%) feel that all or most drivers would be dangerous at the BAC limit 
in their state.

Not heard of 
BAC
18% 0.10

5%
0.08
30%

Other/DK
47%

PERCEIVED STATE BAC LIMIT: RESIDENTS OF 
.08 STATES VS. .10 STATES

Not heard of 
BAC
14%

0.10
22%

0.08
12%

Other/DK
52%

RESIDENTS OF STATES 
WITH .10 BAC LIMIT

RESIDENTS OF STATES 
WITH .08 BAC LIMIT

Q125:  To the best of your knowledge, what is the specific BAC limit for your state?
[Base:  respondents in .08 and .10 BAC states; answers were compared with actual BAC limits
for each respondent’s state of residence; .08 states n=3439, .10 states n=2563]

8% 13%

75%

29%
12%

47%

53%
64%

Total .08 States .10 States

Stay at/raised to .10
Stay at/lowered to .08
Lower than .08

VIEWS TOWARDS RAISING/LOWERING OF BAC 
LIMIT IN STATE

Q130f:   The BAC limit in your state is current ly .08.  In your opinion, should the BAC level in your state be raised,
that is made looser to a level of .10, or should it stay at its current level of  .08?

Q130e:   The BAC limit in your state is currently .10.  In your opinion, should the BAC level in your state be lowered,
that is made stricter to a level of .08, or should it stay at its current level of  .10? 

[Base:  heard of BAC levels, total n=5798, .08 states n=3469, .10 states n=2343]



Support for .08 is strongest among those who do not drink and drive, with 73%
feeling the limit should be .08 or stricter (lower). While support is not as strong
among those who drink and drive, 59% of this group also support a BAC limit
.08 or stricter.

Crash Experience

One in six (16%) persons of driving age were involved in a motor vehicle crash
as a driver in the past two years.  Drinker-drivers (19%) were more likely to have
been in a crash than other drivers who drink but didn’t drive within two hours of 
consumption (14%). Alcohol was involved in about 2% of all reported crashes,
and in 4% of crashes by male drivers.

Overall, drivers under age 21 were more likely to be involved in a crash both as a
driver (23%) and a passenger (14%) than were most other drivers.  Male drivers
age  21-29 were just as likely as younger male drivers to be in a crash.

16

3% 9%

64%

41% 23%

56%

Drinking-Driv ers Non-Drinking-Driv ers

Stay at/raised to .10
Stay at/lowered to .08
Lower than .08

VIEWS TOWARD RAISING/LOWERING BAC LIMIT IN
STATE, DRINKING-DRIVERS VS. NON DRINKING-

DRIVERS

16% 18% 15%
22% 23% 23%

18%
12% 11%

4% 4% 2% 1%
9%

16%
4%4%4%

TOTAL Male Female 16-18 19-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+

Driver Passenger

DRIVER OR PASSENGER IN CRASH, PAST TWO YEARS,
BY GENDER AND AGE

AGEGENDER

Q131a/Q135a:  In the past two years, have you been involved in a crash while driving a motor
vehicle/While you were the passenger? [Base:  all respondents n=6002]

Total Male Female 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64 65+
      Total         6002   2607     3395       901      804     1753    1615    906

Q130f:  The BAC limit in your state is currently .08.  In your opinion, should the BAC level in your state be raised, that
is made looser to a level of .10, or should it stay at its current level of .08?
Q130e:  The BAC limit in your state is currently .10.  In your opinion, should the BAC level in your state be lowered,
that is made stricter to a level of .08, or should it stay at its current level of .10? 
[Base:  specified in the chart and heard of BAC levels - Drinking-drivers n=1287, Non-Drinking-Drivers n=4675]
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Perceived Effectiveness of Strategies to Reduce Drunk Driving

The general driving age population feels that providing alternative means of 
transportation (to self driving) for impaired drivers  (60% very effective), and making 
bars and liquor stores more legally responsible for selling to minors/drunk patrons (55%)
would be the most effective strategies to reduce impaired driving.  Increasing law 
enforcement efforts to arrest drunk drivers (49%) and making alcohol treatment more 
available (41%) are perceived to be less effective measures, but still more than four of ten 
think they could be very effective.  Limiting alcohol advertising (36%), making alcohol 
harder to buy by limiting sales outlets (28%), and increasing the cost through increased 
taxes (20%) are felt to be very effective strategies by smaller proportions of the general 
population.

Drinker-drivers (those undertaking the activities we asked about reducing) are much less 
likely to feel that reducing alcohol consumption through increased costs, reduced outlets 
or reduced advertising will be effective means to reduce impaired driving.

6%

14%

21%

29%

44%

55%

28%

36%

60%

55%

49%

41%

36%

20%Increasing costs of alcohol for example, through higher
taxes on liquor sales

Reducing the number of places selling alcohol or
making it more difficult to get alcohol at certain times or

days of week

Limiting the amount of certain types of alcohol
advertising and producing more public service

announcements about dangers

Making treatment for alcoholism and alcohol abuse
problems more available to people

Increasing police and other law enforcement efforts to
arrest drunken drivers

Making bars and stores that sell alcohol more legally
responsible for selling to minors/drunk patrons

Providing people who have had too much to drink an
alternate way of getting home other than self driving

All respondents

Drinker-drivers*

PERCEIVED EFFECTIVENESS OF STRATEGIES
% VERY EFFECTIVE

Q139:  In your opinion, how effective do you think each of the following strategies would be?
 [Base:  all respondents n=6002, drinker-drivers n=1300]
*Drinker-drivers:  Drove within two hours after drinking in past year.
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Trends 1991-2001

A key purpose of this study is to examine trends in attitudes and behaviors regarding 
drinking and driving.  While new questions were added to the surveys in 1995, 1997, 
1999, and again in 2001, much of the survey content has remained similar to the 1991 
benchmark study.  Data on similar questions were compared to identify statistically 
significant changes over time.  All differences highlighted in this report were found to be 
statistically significant using ANOVA, Pearson’s chi-square tests, and paired t-tests as 
appropriate, at a p=.05 level.

Since the 1991 study included only persons age 16 to 64 (the later studies included 
persons over 64 as well), this trend analysis includes only this age group for comparisons 
across all six administrations. 

Drinking-Driving Prevalence 

The proportion of the driving age population who report driving within two hours of 
drinking in the past year had been on a decline from 24% in 1993 to 20% in 1995.  The 
estimate of past-year drinker-drivers increased back to 23% in 1999.  It remains at 23%
in 2001.

23% 20% 21% 23% 23%24%

Yes

1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001

DROVE WITHIN TWO HOURS AFTER DRINKING 
ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES, PAST YEAR

Q33:  In the past 12 months, have you ever driven a motor vehicle within two hours after
drinking alcoholic beverages?   [Base:  all respondents age 16-64; 1999 n=2406, 1993 
n=3590, 1995 n=3471, 1997 n=3358, 1999 n=4264, 2001 n=5073]
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While the proportion of drinker-drivers has increased slightly since 1997, among drivers 
who drove after drinking alcohol “in the past year,” the average number of past-year trips 
has declined steadily from 13.4 trips in 1993 to 11.1 trips in 1997, and has remained 
roughly the same at 11 average yearly trips in 1999 (11.3) and 2001 (10.9).

Past month drinking-driving trips show a steadier decline since 1991, from 26% in 1991 
to 24% in 1993, to 21% in 1995 and then to 19% in 2001.

26% 24% 21% 21% 19%21%

1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001

DROVE WITHIN TWO HOURS AFTER DRINKING IN 
THE PAST MONTH, DRIVERS WHO DRINK

% 1+ TIMES

Q35:  In the past 30 days, how many times have you driven a motor vehicle within two hours after
drinking alcoholic beverages?  [Base:  drivers age 16-64 who drank alcohol in past year]

[Bases:  1991 n=1633, 1993 n=2493, 1995 n=2017, 1997 n=2291, 1999 n=2770, 2001 n=3204]



20

The amount of alcohol consumed on the most recent trip remains steady since 1995 when it was 
first measured, with an average of 2.6 drinks in 1995 and 1997, and 2.7 drinks in 1999 and 2001.
Those age 16-20 continue to consume more drinks on the most recent drinking-driving occasion 
than older drinker-drivers.

The total number of estimated drinking and driving trips continues to decrease from the 
1.3 billion estimated trips in 1993 to an estimated 906 million trips in 2001.  The 2001 
trip estimate is a decrease of about 5% from the 1999 estimate of 957 million trips.  The 
decrease in estimated drinking-driving trips is especially significant in that the decrease 
continues despite an increase in population.

2.6 2.8 2.2

5.0
3.4 2.8 2.42.5 2.12.7 3.0 2.2

6.3

3.3 2.8
1.9

2.7 3.0
2.1

5.1
3.4 2.6 2.1

3.1
4.6

2.22.72.6

TOTAL Male Female 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64

1995 1997 1999 2001

AVERAGE NUMBER OF DRINKS, 
MOST RECENT DRINKING-DRIVING OCCASION

Q38:  How many drinks did you have on that (most recent) occasion?   [Base:  drinker-drivers age 16-64]

1303

1071
968 957 906

1111

914
839 777

702

192 156 129 179 204
155133

809

97115156

618

930

672704

1150

865 840 747

962

253224
161198228

786

1002

1210

825
943

1080
1260

1453

1071 1074

1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001

TOTAL ESTIMATED DRINKING-DRIVING TRIPS, 
PAST YEAR BY GENDER

TOTAL                                                                 MALE                                                              FEMALE

Sample bases for this page:

Total
16−64

Male
16-64

Female
16-64 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64

1995 767 529 238 87 167 320 193  
1997 878 568 292 34 200 400 244  
1999 1009 640 369 29 234 462 282  
2001 1177 730 447 80 257 473 367  

     Estimate
–   High/Low Range

Total
16-64

Male
16-64

Female 
16-64 16-20 21-29* 30-45 46-64

1995 767 529 238 87 167 320 193 
1997 878 568 292 34 200 400 244 
1999 1009 640 369 29 234 462 282
2001 1177 730 447 80 257 473 367

Total
16-64

Male
16-64

Female 
16-64 16-20 21-29* 30-45 46-64

1995 767 529 238 87 167 320 193 
1997 878 568 292 34 200 400 244 
1999 1009 640 369 29 234 462 282
2001 1177 730 447 80 257 473 367
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Drinker-drivers drive with an average estimated calculated BAC of .03.  This calculated 
BAC level is slightly lower in 2001 than the .04 BAC estimated in 1999, but is similar to 
the .03 BAC estimated in 1995 and 1997.  Minors (16-20) continue to drive with higher 
calculated BAC levels than do older drivers.

Riding with Impaired Drivers 

While relatively few persons age 16 to 64 put themselves at risk by riding with an 
impaired driver in the past year, this level still has decreased from its 1991 level of 15% 
to about 12% currently.  After showing significant declines in this behavior between 1991 
and 1997, persons in their 20s reported a significant increase in this risky practice in 1999 
which has remained in 2001.

15%
22%

26%

12%

25%

11%

22%
17%

8% 6%
11%

23%

14%
10%

6%
12%

27%
21%

10%
5%

12%

21% 22%

9% 7%8%
14%

21%

11% 8%

TOTAL 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64

1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001

RODE WITH DRIVER WHO MAY HAVE CONSUMED TOO MUCH 
ALCOHOL TO DRIVE SAFELY

AGE
Q57:  In the past 12 months, did you ever ride in a motor vehicle with a driver you thought might
have consumed too much alcohol to drive safely?   [Base:  all respondents age 16-64]

Total
16-64 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64

1991  2406   268  583  928  627
1993  3590   617 1183 1125  665
1995  3471   946  527 1154  844
1997  3358   282  588 1412 1076
1999  4264   318  764 1691 1476
2001  5073   901  804 1753 1615

0.03

0.07

0.03 0.03

0.11

0.04

0.12

0.05 0.04
0.02

0.03

0.08

0.05

0.02 0.020.02
0.03 0.03 0.03

0.02

TOTAL 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64

1995 1997 1999 2001

AVERAGE CALCULATED ESTIMATE OF BAC, 
MOST RECENT OCCASION, BY AGE

AGE

BAC calculated using NHTSA BAC estimation formula using gender, weight, number of drinks 
consumed, length of time drinking, and length of time between last drink and driving.
[Base:  drinker-drivers age 16-64]

Total Male Female
16-64 16-64 16-64 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64

1995  767  529  238   87  167  320  193
1997  878  568  292   34  200 400  244
1999 1009  640  369   29  234  462  282
2001 1177  730  447   80  257  473  367
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Designated Drivers

The reported use of designated drivers increased between 1995 and 1997 (from 32% to 
37%), and remains at 37% in 2001.  The number of drivers acting as a designated driver 
increased from 42% in 1993 to 52% in 1997.  It dropped to 48% in 1999 and remains 
near this level in 2001 (47%).  Those in their 20s continue to be the most prevalent users.

Beliefs About Enforcement 
The driving age public has become less likely to believe they would be stopped by the 
police for driving after consuming too much alcohol since the early 1990s.  Currently 
about four of ten feel it is unlikely they would be stopped by police as compared to about 
one-third who felt this way from 1991 to 1995.

         Q61:  In the past 12 months, have you ever ridden anywhere with someone else who agreed to be the designated driver?
         [Base:  all respondents age 16-64]

37% 39% 35%

53%

36%

22%

36% 39% 35%

57% 57%

33%
23%

36% 38% 35%

53% 56%

37%

20%

39%
34%

52%
58%

36%

20%

54%

32% 29%

44% 50%

31%

17%

37% 37%

TOTAL Male Female 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64

1993 1995 1997 1999 2001

HAVE RIDDEN WITH DESIGNATED DRIVER IN PAST YEAR, BY GENDER AND AGE

GENDER AGE

Total
16-64 16-20 21-29 30-45 46-64

    1993 3590 617 1183 1125 665  
1995 3471 946 527 1154 844  
1997 3358 282 588 1412 1076  
1999 4264 318 764 1691 1476  
2001 5073 901 804 1753 1615

Q106:  How likely are you to be stopped by a police officer for driving after you have had too much to drink?
[Base:  all respondents age 16-64]

35%

36%

18%

10%

41%

33%

40%

17%

8%

40%

35%

15%

9%

39%

32%

15%

11%

40%

32%

15%

11%

32%

18%

8%

Somewhat/very
 unlikely

  Somewhat likely

Very likely

Almost certain

2001

1999

1997

1995

1993

1991

LIKELIHOOD OF BEING STOPPED BY  POLICE  
AFTER HAVING TOO MUCH TO DRINK
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Slightly more than four in ten (43%) people age 16 to 64 continue to feel that penalties 
for drinking and driving should be much more severe than they are now.  This trend has 
held since 1997.

Support for zero tolerance, measured as strong agreement that people should not be 
allowed to drive if they have had any alcohol at all, has remained generally consistent 
since 1991, with about 48% strongly supporting zero tolerance.  Support for more 
frequent use of sobriety checkpoints increased from 62% in 1993 to 66% in 1997, but has 
dropped consistently over the next two administrations to 64% in 1999 and 62% in 2001.

62%

24%
13%

24%

66%

24%
9%

64%

26%
9%

62%

28%
9%9%

65%

More frequent About same Less frequent

1993 1995 1997 1999 2001

SHOULD SOBRIETY CHECKPOINTS BE USED 
MORE FREQUENTLY OR LESS FREQUENTLY

Q122:  Do you think sobriety checkpoints should be used more frequently, about the same as
they are now, or less frequently?     [Base:  all respondents age 16-64]

Q116:  In your opinion, should the penalties for violating drinking and driving laws be…?
 [Base:  all respondents age 16-64; 1991 n=2406, 1993 n=3590, 1995 n=3471, 1997 n=3358, 1999 n=4264, 2001 n=5073]

3%
3%

22%

25%

46%

2%

22%

31%

43%

4%

22%

30%

42%

1%

3%

25%

27%

43%

37%

34%

23%

1%
1%Much less severe

Somewhat less severe

Stay the same

Somewhat more severe

Much more severe

2001

1999

1997

1995

1993

SHOULD DRINKING-DRIVING PENALTIES BE MORE 
SEVERE OR LESS SEVERE
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Awareness and Knowledge of BAC Levels

While reported awareness of BAC (blood alcohol concentration) levels increased 
between 1995 and 1997, (with about 84% of the driving age public reporting awareness 
as compared to 79% in 1995), it decreased in 1999 to 80% and rose again in 2001 to 
85%. The percent of the driving age public who can correctly identify the BAC limit for 
their state increased from 20% in 1995 to 29% in 1997 and has remained near this level 
since.  Those living in .08 BAC states continue to be more knowledgeable than those 
living in .10 BAC per se states.

Acceptance of BAC Limits

Support of .08 BAC limits increased significantly between 1997 (when it was first 
measured) from 56% at that time to 68% in 1999 and 70% in 2001.   Fourteen states and 
DC enacted .08 BAC per se laws in 1995 (15 states had .08 BAC per se laws at the time 
of the 1997 administration).  Support for .08 BAC remains strongest among residents in 
states currently with a .08 limit.

20%
29% 28% 28%

1995 1997 1999 2001

KNOW STATE'S BAC LIMIT

Q125:  To the best of your knowledge, what is the specific BAC limit for your state at which a person would 
be considered legally intoxicated?
[Base:  all respondents’ answers were compared with actual BAC limits for each respondent’s state]

5% 7% 7% 13% 12%

61%
49% 45%

14%
40%

75%72%63%63%
51%

1997 1999 2001 1997 1999 2001 1997 1999 2001

Stay at/lower to .08

Lower than .08

SUPPORT FOR .08 BAC IN STATE

56%

76%
68%

86%

70%

87%

40%
49% 45%

TOTAL RESIDENTS OF STATES 
WITH .08 BAC LIMIT

RESIDENTS OF STATES 
WITH .10 BAC LIMIT

Q130e/130f:  The BAC limit in your state is currently [.10/.08] in your opinion, should the BAC in 
your state be [lowered to .08/stay at current .08 level]?
[Base:  all respondents’ answers were compared with actual BAC limits for each respondent’s state]
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Indicators of Problem Drinkers 

Estimates of problem-drinkers of the driving age public (those identified as very heavy 
or binge drinkers or those with psychological impacts from drinking) continue to increase 
since 1993.  Problem-drinkers accounted for 12% of drinker-drivers in 1993 and 24% 
of drinker-drivers in 1999.  In 2001, 29% of drinker-drivers are considered 
problem-drinkers.  While these problem-drinkers account for 29% of drinker-
drivers, they are responsible for 46% of all the drinking-driving trips made in 
2001 (between 343-491 million).

          [Base:  Drinker-drivers age 16-64]
          [Total age 16-64; 1991 n=642, 1993 n=1048, 1995 n=767, 1997 n=878, 1999 n=1009, 2001 n=1177]

12% 18% 22% 26% 29%

1993 1995 1997 1999 2001

PROBLEM-DRINKERS AS 
PROPORTION OF DRINKER-DRIVERS






